WEEKLY WORKER AND THE QUESTION OF THE ARMED MILITIA BY Phil Sharpe
Jack Conrad rightly criticises the negative reaction of supporters of Left Unity to the comments made by a spokesperson of the Green Party who argued in favour of an armed militia. (1) He outlines how this critical response is based on the opportunist desire for political respectability and a deferential attitude towards the institutions of the bourgeois state. He provides a historical study of the importance of armed militias for bourgeois revolutions, and he quotes from a resolution of the Communist platform which was presented to the recent Left Unity conference: “As the class struggle intensifies, conditions are created for the workers to arm themselves and win over sections of the military forces of the capitalist state. Every opportunity must be used to take even tentative steps towards this goal. As circumstances allow, the working class must equip itself with all weaponry necessary to bring about revolution.”(2) In general terms it would be relatively straight-forward to agree with this perspective as an expression of an orthodox Marxist conception of the relationship of the possibility of armed struggle within a revolutionary process. However it is necessary to be critical of aspects of this standpoint without also endorsing the reformist approach of the leadership of Left Unity.
It is important to understand that the viewpoint of Conrad is based on a historical analysis of the past and it is in relation to this context he utilises many comments from the works of Trotsky in order to support his approach. But what is omitted from his argument is consideration of the present political situation and how it relates to the role of violence. Hence it is necessary to recognise that people in many countries are repelled by the use of violence by the forces of nation states and terrorist organisations. One of the biggest mass movements of protest of recent years concerned opposition to the Bush-Blair war in Iraq. In the recent period the violent actions of radical Islamic groups has only led to increased support for peace and the aspiration for a world without war. It could be argued that this mood is inherent reactionary because it tends to uphold the status quo, but it can also be suggested that pacifist type views can be progressive because it is possible for Marxists to point out that the major cause of war is the expansionist tendencies of imperialist countries and the defence of economic and political privileges by reactionary elites. Hence pacifism is compatible with the goal of principled socialists to bring about a world without violence on the basis of world revolution. Only with the advance of socialism can we realise a world without coercion, intimidation and violent conflict. 
Conrad could reply to this argument and indicate how Lenin rejected this standpoint as an accommodation to bourgeois pacifism. Instead it is necessary to follow Lenin’s example of the advice given by hypothetical proletarian women to their sons: “You will soon be grown up. You will be given a gun. Take it and learn the military art properly. The proletarians need this knowledge not to shoot your brothers, the workers of other countries, as is being done in the present war, and as the traitors to socialism are telling you to do………fight the bourgeoisie of their own country, to put an end to exploitation, poverty and war, and not by pious wishes, but by defeating and disarming the bourgeoisie.”(3) Read this comment carefully, its emphasis is on the disarmament of the bourgeoisie. The importance of arming the workers is a means to this end. What is strategically important is to realise a world based on the condition of peace. This aim cannot be realised within capitalism, or by an appeal to the ruling class to become peaceful. Instead we have to support revolutionary struggle in order to create a peaceful world. In this context the issue of arming the proletariat is essentially a means to a greater end – the generation of peace based on the overthrow of capitalism. It is this approach which is necessary in order to evaluate the question of armed militias, but Conrad prefers to pose the issue as a ‘thing-in-itself’ or with a ‘self-sufficient’ relationship to other issues. The result is to provide an impression that only a violent revolution is possible.
However, it is also necessary to accept that Conrad might not be convinced by my quoting from one of Lenin’s articles. He may utilise the following comments in reply: “Our slogan must be: arming of the proletariat to defeat, expropriate and disarm the bourgeoisie. These are the only tactics possible for a revolutionary class, tactics that follow logically from, and are dictated by, the whole objective development of capitalist militarism.” (4) And: “But the disarmament “demand”, or more correctly the dream of disarmament, is, objectively, nothing but an expression of despair at a time when, as everyone can see, the bourgeoisie itself is paving the way for only legitimate and revolutionary war – civil war against the imperialist bourgeoisie.”(5) Read these quotes carefully. What is being argued is that if the mood of pacifism and disarmament is separated from, and opposed to the standpoint of class struggle, the result can be demoralisation and ultimate acceptance of the domination of imperialism. But if the aims of disarmament and peace are connected to a perspective of the overthrow of capitalism, and the realisation of socialism, then what is being proposed can be constructive and principled. This point relates to one of the most important issues of today: how can socialists promote the transformation of the present mood and yearning for peace into support for a revolutionary alternative to capitalism? Unfortunately Conrad, no doubt unintentionally, evades this question because his focus is narrowly about the validity of armed militias. What is actually at stake is the issue of the connection of class struggle to the importance of peace. If we can convince people that a potentially peaceful world can be realised on the basis of achieving socialism it may be possible to gain more adherents to our cause. In contrast, Conrad glosses over this point because his emphasis is on the indispensable relationship of armed militias to the revolutionary process.
Trotsky outlines important criteria for the necessity of armed militia, or workers defence groups, in the Transitional Programme.(6) He indicates that the character of the political process in Italy, Germany, France, Austria and Spain has demonstrated the necessity of workers self-defence. The events of the class struggle have shown that without the workers organising armed militia they are likely to be defeated. This is because the very upsurge in the mass movement has led to the development of the forces of counter revolution that are dedicated to the physical defeat of the working class. In this context workers self-defence was, or is, crucial. The lack of this type of organisation has contributed to the defeat of the working class in Europe of the 1930’s. Thus: “Only with the help of such systematic, persistent, indefatigable, courageous agitational and organizational work, always on the basis of the experience of the masses themselves, is it possible to root out from their consciousness the traditions of submissiveness and passivity, to train detachments of heroic fighters capable of setting an example to all toilers; to inflict a series of tactical defeat upon the armed thugs of counter-revolution; to raise the self-confidence of the exploited and oppressed; to compromise fascism in the eyes of the petty-bourgeoisie and pave the road for the conquest of power by the proletariat.”(7) In other words what is being articulated is the revolutionary strategy that is required for the defeat of counter-revolution and the advance of proletarian revolution. Hence workers militia is important because it contributes to the enhancement of the class consciousness of the proletariat and success of these defence organisations enables the balance of class forces to be transformed in favour of the revolutionary overthrow of capitalism. The problem of political passivity in relation to the militancy of reaction can be overcome in relation to the effective role of the workers defence squads.
Trotsky elaborates his standpoint in his work: ‘On France’. (8) He outlines how the militancy of fascism is preparing the basis for the development of the physical character of class struggle. Consequently: “The duty of a revolutionary party is to foresee in time the inescapability of the transformation of politics into open armed conflict, and with all its forces to prepare for that moment just as the ruling class are preparing.”(9) We could agree that this perspective has general applicability for any situation in which the intensification of the class struggle results in the possibility for revolution. The major point that Trotsky is making is that we have to relate the question of the formation of the workers militia to the circumstances of the class struggle. The attitude would seem to represent a rejection of either adventurism or passivity. Conrad would seem to disagree and argues: “Trotsky pours scorn on this proposition: it means, he says, that the workers must permit themselves to be “slaughtered until the situation becomes revolutionary”. (10) Conrad’s Trotsky seems to be an advocate of armed militias for all times and places. But, however, we interpret comments by Trotsky the major point he is making is that the question of the formation of workers militia should be related to strategy. In this context what is important is that the development of these organised detachments should be capable of enhancing the class consciousness of the workers and contribute to their ability to defeat the forces of reaction and the class enemy. Instead of this approach, to Conrad the role of the militia has almost miraculous powers in generating a revolutionary situation: “Revolutionary situations do not fall from the skies. They take form, mature and find direction in no small measure because of the long and patient preparatory work done by the Communist Party, including popularising the idea of “a popular militia and the constitutional right to bear arms.”(11)
This standpoint is almost mystical. The actual generation of a revolutionary situation is based on the intensification of the class struggle, and the related creation of a mass movement that is able to promote the prospect of the revolutionary transformation of society. In this context the Communist Party will have an important ideological role in developing credible arguments for socialism. Thus in countries like the UK it is presently not possible to develop a mass movement for socialism because of the lack of a socialist culture. Hence the issue of the armed militia is entirely secondary, and its significance will only be promoted by the development of the class struggle. Istvan Meszaros has outlined the premises for the transformation of society: “To be sure, the conscious organised revolutionary movement of labour cannot be contained within the restrictive political framework of parliament dominated by the extra-parliamentary power of capital. Nor can it succeed as a self-oriented sectarian organisation. It can successfully define itself through two vital orientating principles. First, the elaboration of its own extra-parliamentary programme orientated toward the comprehensive hegemonic alternative objectives to secure a fundamental systemic transformation. And the second, equally important in strategic organisational terms, its active involvement in the constitution of the necessary extra-parliamentary mass movement, as the carrier of the revolutionary alternative capable of changing also the legislative process in a qualitative way…….Only through these organisational developments directly involving also the great masses of the people can one envisage the realisation of the historic task of instituting labour‘s hegemonic alternative, in the interest of all-embracing socialist emancipation.”(12)
Meszaros is outlining how the prospect of the realisation of the revolutionary transformation of society is based on the development of a mass movement that has consciously rejected the reformist and Parliamentary limitations of the past. This will mean that a programme based on this approach has mass support. We could also emphasise that what is crucial is the development of popular organs of power that rival the influence of existing institutions and forms of economic activity. It is entirely possible to envisage that this process of change will be entirely peaceful, and it will be the very supporters of the mass movement for socialism that will be in favour of this aspect of the revolutionary struggle. In this context it is to be hoped that the various workers defence squads will never be called into action. Indeed their most important task will be to ensure that the popular political transformation of power occurs in a peaceful manner. The utilisation of violence will be a last resort caused by the actions of reactionary forces or the armed resistance of the bourgeois state. It is necessary to understand that the overwhelming majority of the working class will not support a process of change that is consciously orientated to the role of violence. People will only support violence if it is used in a limited and defensive manner. Hence the revolutionary character of the process of transformation is actually the best guarantee we have of the prospect of peaceful change. This means that many people would not agree with the following comment of Trotsky, which was relevant for the 1930’s: “Physical struggle is only “another means” of the political struggle. It is impermissible to oppose one to the other since it is impossible to check at will the political struggle when it transforms itself, by force of inner necessity, into a political struggle.”(13)
Most acts of political violence are caused by the actions of imperialist states, reactionary elites, or the role of religious fundamentalism. This situation is generated by the justification of violence as the only basis to resolve conflict. The formation of socialist states will uniquely create societies that aim to establish peaceful relations with countries regardless of ideology or political preferences. However these socialist societies will also have the aim of promoting world proletarian revolution, and so this aim may result in capitalist countries being aggressive and willing to engage in military action in order to topple revolutionary regimes. In this situation it is necessary to establish standing armies in order to defend national integrity. The experience of the Russian civil war indicated that only a standing army was an effective basis to oppose the aggression of counter-revolutionary armies. Hence in terms of the development of revolutionary societies the aim of an armed militia becomes an anachronistic and antiquated demand. Furthermore, most people within socialist societies will have pacifist inclinations and so will not want to join a people’s militia. It will be an authoritarian measure to try to compel them to join a militia. Instead people should be encouraged to join a revolutionary Red Army that hopefully will never have to engage in military action. The Red Army will be ready to act in terms of national defence but its major activities should be caring and humanitarian like doing medical work.
In conclusion the views of Left Unity spokesperson should be rejected because they can only envisage the role of the existing army within the context of defending caring capitalism. Jack Conrad has reacted to their opportunism in a dogmatic manner and is an uncritical advocate of a violent revolution. Instead our aim should be to defend a strategy of peaceful revolutionary change and to support a perspective of world revolution in terms of the possibilities of principled peaceful co-existence. However we recognise that reality might not develop in accordance with our intentions and so we should support the right of armed defence in relation to ensuring the success of the revolutionary process.
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